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Using the Toulmin Model

Stephen Toulmin ( The Uses of Argument) provided a model of argument structure that
gives us a tool for both evaluating and making arguments.  The main parts of Toulmin's
model are the claim (or conclusion), the grounds (also called the stated reason), and the
warrant (also called the unstated assumption in the case of enthymemes).  Let’s examine
a few arguments.

1. Initial argument:  After-school sports programs are bad for teenagers because they
take away study time.

a. Claim:  After school sports programs are bad for teenagers
b. Stated reason:  they take away study time
c. Unstated assumption: [loss of study time is bad for teenagers]

2. Initial argument:  After school sports programs are good for teenagers because
they teach responsibility, team work, and time management.

a. Claim:
b. Stated reason:
c. Unstated assumption:

3. Initial argument: Aquatic turtles make good pets for children because they are
gentle.

a. Claim:
b. Stated reason:
c. Unstated assumption:

4. Initial argument Aquatic Turtle make bad pets because they can carry salmonella
poisoning

a. Claim:
b. Stated reason:
c. Unstated assumption:

5. Initial argument:  Sid is a bad team captain because he is too bossy
a. Claim:
b. Stated reason:
c. Unstated assumption:

6. Initial argument:  Sid is a good team captain because he is decisive in moments of
crisis.

a. Claim:
b. Stated reason:
c. Unstated assumption:

7. Initial argument:  Cocaine and Heroin should not be legalized because legalization
would greatly increase the number of drug addicts.

a. Claim:
b. Stated reason:
c. Unstated assumption:
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8. Unstated assumption Initial argument: Cocaine and heroin should be legalized
because legalization would eliminate the black market in drugs.

a. Claim:
b. Stated reason:
c. Unstated assumption:

9. Initial argument:  Karate class is good for children because it promotes self
confidence.

a. Claim:
b. Stated reason:
c. Unstated assumption:

10.  Initial argument:  Karate class is bad for children because it encourages violence.
a. Claim:
b. Stated reason:
c. Unstated assumption:

11. Initial argument:  Welfare benefits for unwed mothers should be eliminated
because elimination would greatly reduce the nation’s illegitimacy rate.

a. Claim:
b. Stated reason:
c. Unstated assumption:

12. Initial argument:  Welfare benefits for unwed mothers should be retained in order
to prevent poverty and hunger

a. Claim:
b. Stated reason:
c. Unstated assumption:

You almost certainly discovered that when you examined some of the unstated
assumptions (as well as some of the stated reasons) you found yourself in disagreement.
(It would be hard not to, since many of the arguments are mutually exclusive).  What you
have discovered, of course, is that arguments need more than just claims, reasons, and
warrants.  Often both stated reasons and warrants need support or backing in the form of
examples, statistics, witnesses, expert testimony—anything that might be called “non-
rhetorical means of persuasion”.  Such backing is generally called evidence.  It is a good
exercise to imagine someone challenging each reason and warrant with a question such as
“Why do you think so?” or “How do you know that?”  What kind of backing might be
necessary to persuade a reader or listener to accept each of the stated reasons and
unstated assumptions in the previous arguments.  Imagine some kind of backing for
stated reason and each unstated assumption.

It is sometimes possible for a reader or listener to accept both the stated reason and the
underlying assumption yet still reject the conclusion.  Consider the following argument:
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We should legalize cocaine and heroin because taxes raised by the sale of these legalized
drugs would provide needed revenue for many valuable government programs.

Fill in the argument structure:
a. Claim:   We should legalize cocaine and heroin
b. Stated reason:
c. Unstated assumption:

Now imagine an opponent saying, “Wait a minute.  Won’t high taxes simply raise the
price of the drugs and create a black market, with all the crime and violence involved in a
black market?”  The opponent agrees that money would be raised and that the money is
needed, yet feels that other considerations may outweigh these factors.  The opponent has
provided a condition of rebuttal for the argument.  Any exceptions to either the warrant
(the unstated assumption) or the stated reason may potentially derail an argument. Thus a
shrewd arguer will anticipate such objections and provide for them in advance by
qualifying the claim:

We should probably legalize cocaine and heroin because taxes raised by the sale of these
legalized drugs would provide some needed revenue for many valuable government
programs, as long as we don’t raise the taxes on such drugs to the level that they would
encourage a black market.

The words “probably” and “some” are qualifiers, and the words “as long as we don’t
raise the taxes on such drugs to the level that they would encourage a black market” make
up a condition for rebuttal.

At this point, we have the beginning of an argument.  What is now needed is the actual
evidence or backing for both the stated reason and the unstated warrant, along with some
assurance that the conditions of rebuttal will not be reached—that is, assurance that the
taxes will be low enough to make a black market impractical.  Please note, however, that
a full argument for the legalization of drugs will involve many more such stated reasons
and underlying warrants, each with its own needs for backing and conditions of rebuttal.

Now go back to the first ten examples and imagine the full Toulmin structure.  On the
charts provided or on your own charts, fill in each of the statements and suggest both the
kinds of backing needed and potential conditions of rebuttal.  Then try to construct an
arguable thesis statement for each.
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Grounds
(minor premise, data,

evidence, support)

Is evidence offered to support 
the claim?  Is the evidence 
relevant to the claim?

Backing
(facts, statistics, expertise, etc.)

1. Are all examples representative of 
the whole group, sufficient in number, 
credible to the audience?  2. Are 
statistics up to date, free of built-in bias, 
from a reliable source, used in context 
of other relevant statistics? 3. Are 
sources of testimony credible to the 

audience?

Warrant
(major premise, principle, assumption, 

standard, criteria, values, beliefs)

1. What principles (legal, functional, 
esthetic, moral, ethical,  etc.) are implied 
or stated for the claim?  2. What other 
kind of warrant (generalization, 
sign,authority, cause, analogy, etc.) is 
implied or stated?

Qualification
(degree of doubt

or certainty)

1. Is it made clear under what 
circumstances, for whom, to what 
extent, etc., the claim applies? 2. 
Are qualifiers (usually,  to a great  
extent) used appropriately?

      Claim
(conclusion,thesis,

assertion,  position)

Is the claim one of fact, value, 
or policy?
Does the claim follow logically 
from the grounds and warrant?

Backing
(reasons, assurances)

Is the relevance of each warrant to the 
claim substantiated by specific 
explanation?

Rebuttal
 (exceptions, bases for degree of doubt or 

certainty)
Are antithetical claims and their warrants 
acknowledged?  Is evidence inconsistent 
with the claim acknowledged?
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One of Toulmin’s samples:

      Grounds

Petersen is a Swede

  Backing

He was born in Sweden of 
Swedish parents.  Futher, 
he is a Swedish citizen with 

a Swedish passport.

Warrant

A Swede can generally 
be taken not to be a 

Roman Catholic
Qualification

“almost certainly”

      Claim

Swen Petersen is not 
a Roman Catholic

            Backing
The proportion of catholics in 

Sweden is very low:  “According 
to Whitaker’s Almanac, less than 

2% of Swedes are Roman 
Catholic”

         Rebuttal
Unless Petersen is one of 

the 2%
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claim

stated reason/grounds

unstated assumption or
warrant?

backing (what is necessary  to
support the stated reason?)

backing (what is necessary  to
support the assumption or
 warrant?)

qualifier

conditions for 
rebuttal?

claim

stated reason/grounds

unstated assumption or
warrant?

backing (what is necessary  to
support the stated reason?)

backing (what is necessary  to 
support the assumption or
 warrant?)

qualifier

conditions for 
rebuttal?


